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In an interview on Nov. 15 with the New York Times at his home in Panama City, former
commander Gen. Ruben Dario Paredes said accusations that Panamanian military leader Gen.
Manuel Antonio Noriega has been involved in election fraud, political assassination, and drug
trafficking are "correct" and "legitimate." Paredes called on Noriega to resign to avoid a "bloody
confrontation." Paredes is a senior figure of the military regime that has ruled Panama since 1968.
In June, accusations by Noriega's cashiered second in command, Col. Roberto Diaz, triggered a
political crisis. Noriega denied the charges. Since then, protests have continued but seem to be
flagging in the face of government repression. Diaz was arrested when security forces stormed his
home in July and has since recanted his accusations. Paredes said that he believed Diaz had done
so under duress. "Almost all of Diaz Herrara's declarations seem to be true. His proofs are only
circumstantial, but he has them because he has intelligence and knows what happened because
he was there...He does not have the photographs of them doing these things, like falsifying the
results of the election." Until Nov. 15, Paredes had not commented publicly on Diaz's accusations.
The general emphasized that he had no new evidence to present, and that his perceptions of the
situation were drawn from his knowledge of the Panamanian military and from years of dealing
with Diaz and Noriega. Paredes had been the commanding officer of both. Paredes became
commander of the armed forces in March 1982. After resigning in August 1983, he was succeeded
by Noriega, then ran unsuccessfully for president in 1984 against Noriega's chosen candidate.
Paredes is now retired. According to Paredes, it was clear that the Panama Defense Forces were
responsible for the killing in 1985 of Dr. Hugo Spadafora, a vocal Noriega opponent who was found
beheaded after being taken off a bus by government security forces. The former commander said
Noriega may not have been directly involved in the murder, but he has assisted in covering up the
incident. Paredes said that Spadafora was Noriega's enemy because he went to former president
Gen. Omar Torrijos and accused Noriega of involvement in corruption, drug running, and planning
to overthrow Torrijos. Another accusation by Diaz was that Noriega had directed Torrijos' death
in an airplane crash in 1981. Paredes disagreed, stating that he was convinced Torrijos died in an
accident. Paredes said the "circumstantial evidence" on Noriega's involvement in the drug trade
was convincing. He said that in his opinion, Noriega is not directly involved in drug trafficking.
"But he has acted to launder money, and plenty of it." Next, Paredes said he considered reports that
some Panamanian military officers are active as drug dealers to be dubious. In contrast, he stated
that he believed Noriega had intentionally ignored activities by drug cartels based in Colombia and
elsewhere in the region. For Paredes, Noriega is "the cause of this great conflict." The solution to
the national political crisis, he said, is in the hands of Noriega and President Eric Arturo Delvalle.
According to a New York Times report (11/19/87) citing "government officials," Panamanian military
chief Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega offered to undertake sabotage and possibly assassination in
Nicaragua for the Reagan administration. The officials said that former National Security Council
aide Lt. Col. Oliver North had accepted the sabotage offer on the instructions of ex-National Security
Adviser Adm. John Poindexter. The same sources said Noriega's plan never materialized. Computer
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messages reportedly reviewed by the Iran- contra congressional investigation committees, but
not included in the final report on the matter released Nov. 18, suggested that Noriega was also
offering to undertake assassination, but that Poindexter told North not to become involved. The
"officials" said that on the activities attributed to Panama, the congressional report says only that
a "third party" offered to carry out "Enterprise" operations, and does not indicate that a foreign
government was involved. According to the report, North told the committee in closed session that
he was dismissed before the sabotage plan could be carried out. The same officials said it could not
be learned whether North communicated with Noriega directly or whether an intermediary was
used. They added that Panama was previously enlisted in covert operations to support the contras
that involved the CIA. On Oct. 22, an estimated one-third of the Panama Defense Forces 15,000
troops were sent into the streets to halt a scheduled demonstration. This month, the government
issued a decree prohibiting public protests. Last week, protest marches on Journalists Day and by a
women's group were violently dispersed by riot squad police. Also this month, the Roman Catholic
Church issued a pastoral letter that complained of "the creation of a climate of intimidation through
threats and clearly repressive attitudes." The document called on the armed forces to respect
regulations that require officers to retire after 25 years of service. If those rules were enforced,
Noriega would be forced to resign. The church also offered to mediate between the military and
the Civic Crusade, the principal opposition grouping. As of Nov. 19, employees of the Electricity
and Hydraulic Resources Institute (IRHE) entered the fourth day of a general strike. They are
demanding over $80 million in back pay and funds for equipment maintenance, as well as autonomy
from other government bureaucracies. Pro-government newspaper CRITICA described the IRHE
employees union chairman Isaac Rodriguez as a "cartridge...of the rightist opposition." Rodriguez,
said the newspaper, is a member of the Workers Socialist Party which has participated in opposition
demonstrations sponsored by the Civic Crusade. Ministry of Education administrative workers
entered their fourth day of a strike, demanding salary hikes for some 3,000 workers at the low end
of the pay scale. A salary increase for those workers was to have been implemented on Aug. 1.
Education Minister Manuel Solis Palma said that he understands the justice of the strikers' demand,
but that the Ministry simply lacks the necessary funds, particularly after the government's austerity
plan announced on Oct. 7. University of Panama staff members entered the 36th day of a general
strike. They are demanding the reinstatement of over 50 members of the campus security corps who
were fired by the rector after they occupied his office. (Basic data from Prensa Latina, 11/19/87; New
York Times, 11/19/87; 11/18/87; 11/16/87)
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